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Responding to the Epidemic of 
Student Stress and Anxiety
Leigh Colburn & Linda Beggs
National Youth at Risk
March 2021
This afternoon, we’ll explore:
• Statistics, research 
• Student voice 
• Actionable ideas for how a school 
can best respond to the emotional 






Stress interferes with short term memory, which is electrical in 
form and very easily disrupted. It’s housed in the Limbic System 
and is the brain’s ‘clearinghouse’ or control center. 
All information flows in and out of the Limbic System. 
Stress interrupts the flow of information in and out of the 
center, thus learning and memory are disrupted.
• Anxiety and depression in children and teens are on the rise, and their 
occurrence “cuts across all demographics—suburban, urban and rural; those 
who are college bound and those who aren’t” (Schrobsdorff, 2016). 
• “Mental health disorders are the most common health issues faced by our 
nation’s school-aged children. One in five children suffers from a mental health 
or learning disorder” (Child Mind Institute, 2016, p. 1). 
• The suicide rate in the United States has soared to a near thirty-year high, and 
the suicide rate of girls ages ten to fourteen tripled between 1999 and 2014 
(Curtin, Warner, & Hedegaard, 2016). 
• Self-harm is not universal among teens with depression and anxiety, but it does 
“appear to be the signature symptom of this generation’s mental-health 
difficulties” (Schrobsdorff, 2016). 






Current research attributes contemporary angst to:
• Hyper-connectedness (habitually using internet-connected devices),
• Overexposure (receiving excessive exposure to constant stimuli), and
• Competitiveness (constantly feeling compared to and in competition 
with peers).
Janis Whitlock, Cornell Research Program on Self-Injury and Recovery
“If you wanted to create an environment to churn out really
angsty people, we’ve done it. It’s that they’re in a cauldron of
stimulus they can’t get away from, or don’t want to get away
from, or don’t know how to get away from.”
Schrobsdorff, 2016 

















Dos and Don’ts of gathering student voice
Do
Check your intent
 Keep pronouns third person
Avoid the word “problem”
Use an open-ended “what” not 
“why”
 Say “Tell me more about that.”
Don’t
 Listen autobiographically 
 “Pearl clutch”
 Take the wheel
 Make assumptions
 Minimize their experience
 “Parrot” their language
Processes for Gathering Student Voice
Student Voice Process Student Participants Time of Year
Conversation Circles Groups of students As needed 




(Ex. 5th, 8th, 12th)
End of Year, Transition Grades
Student Voice Needs 
Assessment
Whole School, Grade level, 
or Individual depending 
upon purpose
Anonymous, Annually at the 
beginning of the year
Non-anonymous, as needed 
on individual basis


























 Host a carousel walk at faculty meetings followed by 
facilitated large- or small-group conversations to discuss 
potential changes to practices, programming, and 
possibly even policy. 
 Use the charts and compilation documents with 
potential partners to design services and programming 
responding to the voices you have gathered. 
 Include cogent comments in newsletters and grant 
applications, always being sensitive to honor rather than 
exploit students’ experiences. 





“What is something I can 










If my teachers really knew me, they would know… 
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To learn more about Wraparound Services, 
visit us on the web at       
www.thecentergyproject.com
Twitter: @CentergyProject
leigh@thecentergyproject.com
linda@thecentergyproject.com
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